Simian immunodeficiency virus (SIV)-specific CTL are present in large numbers in livers of SIV-infected rhesus monkeys.
The immunopathogenesis of AIDS-associated hepatitis was explored in the SIV/rhesus monkey model. The livers of SIV-infected monkeys showed a mild hepatitis, with a predominantly CD8+ T lymphocyte infiltration in the periportal fields and sinusoids. These liver-associated CD8+ T cells were comprised of a high percentage of SIV-specific CTL as defined by MHC class I/Gag peptide tetramer binding and Gag peptide epitope-specific lytic activity. There was insufficient viral replication in these livers to account for attracting this large number of functional virus-specific CTL to the liver. There was also no evidence that the predominant population of CTL were functionally end-stage cells trapped in the liver and destined to undergo apoptotic cell death in that organ. Interestingly, we noted that liver tetramer-binding cells showed an increased expression of CD62L, an adhesion molecule usually only rarely expressed on tetramer-binding cells. This observation suggests that the expression of specific adhesion molecules by CTL might facilitate the capture of these cells in the liver. These results demonstrate that functional SIV-specific CD8+ T cells are present in large numbers in the liver of chronically SIV-infected monkeys. Thus, the liver may be a trap for virus-specific cytotoxic T cells.